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Climate change and heritage: responding to the crisis 
C. Long 
Deakin University, Australia 
A. Smith 
La Trobe University, Australia 
ABSTRACT: Climate change poses a major threat to heritage of all kinds. Yet much of the 
work so far on climate change and heritage replicates aspects of the global heritage system, 
tending to emphasise a European perspective and focusing on the preservation of tangible heri-
tage. We call for a broader understanding of climate change, particularly as it affects heritage in 
the developing world, especially that of indigenous peoples and small Island states. This is also 
a call for political engagement by heritage practitioners. We argue that in the struggle against 
climate change heritage practitioners can make a worthwhile contribution by arguing for a de-
commodified form of heritage practice emphasizing the involvement of local communities and 
recognition of their cultural resources; that resists being coopted into economic growth strate-
gies unless they supplant other forms of unsustainable development; that focuses on heritage as 
an alternative way of viewing resources and their use. 
INTRODUCTION 
In this paper we wish to look beyond the technical, site-specific or impact-specific approach to 
the effects that the global environmental crisis is likely to have on cultural heritage, and empha-
sise the effects of climate change on cultural heritage in the broadest sense. We suggest that 
while technical approaches are useful in the conservation of fabric, they fall short of protection 
and conservation for much of the heritage of the developing world. In many parts of the world 
resources simply do not exist for communities to hire 'experts': it will be up to locals, often 
drawing on generations of lived experience and traditional knowledge, to deal with environ-
mental change. For some communities adapting to climate change will equate to cultural sur-
vival and require society-wide mobilisations. 
The point that technical solutions are important but insufficient to manage the threats to heri-
tage from climate change draws on a growing awareness that the environmental crisis more 
broadly is unlikely to be amenable to a technological fix, although such a hope remains thor-
oughly ingrained in the cultural and political mindset of many people, including perhaps most 
politicians, in much of the world. In the later parts of this paper we suggest ways in which a par-
ticular kind of heritage practice - one that is aware of the limitations of technical approaches -
can contribute to environmental sustainability more generally. What is required, we argue, is a 
questioning of what is perhaps now the dominant approach to heritage, the instrumental view of 
it as a resource for economic development and growth. Such a view accords with the technical 
approach to heritage and both are equally problematic. The approach we suggest is to subsume 
programs and strategies for the mitigation of climate change impacts on heritage under the 
broad rubric of 'development' within the wider context of approaches that emphasise poverty 
reduction, social justice, and development practice (IISD et aI, 2003). What is required, we be-
lieve, is a rethinking of the way that climate change and heritage are conceived through exami-
nation of how local communities, heritage preservation and climate change intersect. In this way 
we can direct attention away from climate change as a threat to buildings and structures to cli-
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mate change as a threat to the livelihoods and cultures of the people who give those buildings, 
structures and other cultural expressions life. 
The most recent - 2007 - report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) emphasises that the adaptive capacity of communities is intimately connected to social 
and economic development, and is therefore not evenly distributed across and within societies 
(Wilbanks et al. 2007 Chapter 7). The report highlights the disproportionately greater impact 
climate change is predicted to have on the poor, on traditional societies and on Indigenous peo-
ples, especially where communities rely on subsistence agriculture. Given this, adaptation and 
the building of cultural resilience now animate much of the discourse and practice around cli-
mate change in the development community (nSD et aI, 2003; IPCC, 2007; Working Group on 
Climate Change and Development, 2007). While mitigation strategies for the reduction of 
greenhouse gases must continue, so should the development of strategies for adaptation to cli-
mate change. 
From a development perspective, central to adaptation is recognition that poor people's live-
lihoods are often precarious and therefore it is through building cultural resilience in general 
that a community's capacity to successfully adapt to climate change will be enhanced. For these 
communities, climate change exacerbates existing problems, such as water and food shortages, 
agricultural production difficulties such as crop failure, drought, salinity, over-grazing, arable 
land shortages, and the spread of disease and intensification of other health issues, all of which 
contribute to and maintain inequalities that exist between the developing and developed world. 
The vulnerability of poor communities in general is compounded for those that live in high-risk 
areas and especially the coastal and river flood plains, the low-lying deltas in Africa and Asia 
and the small island nations. The capacity of communities to adapt to current and predicted ef-
fects of climate change is dependent on a society's productive base, social networks, human 
capital, institutions and governance, national income, health and level of technological capabil-
ity (Wilbanks et al. 2007: 727-731). Indeed, because adaptive capacity is so closely linked to 
social and economic development, the importance of empowering local communities to deal 
with climate change cannot be understated. 
For our purposes we are interested in the intersection of climate change, heritage and vulner-
able communities. We see the role of heritage in this equation in two ways: first, as a source of 
income; and second as a fonn of capital- 'cultural capital' - for poor people and communities 
without substantial access to financial capital. Cultural capital can serve as a resource to give 
social meaning and stability to communities - as the cultural underpinning of communities. 
What we are interested in is how climate change is likely to affect the cultural underpinnings of 
poor people's livelihoods - it is through this lens that we consider the impacts on heritage as-
sets, rather than seeing the impacts on heritage assets in isolation from the cultural and social 
contexts in which those assets originate and which give them meaning. 
But it will require a different approach to climate change as it affects local communities. The 
International Institute for Sustainable Development points out that 'adaptation is about-and 
must build from-the actions of people, especially the poorest people who are the most vulner-
able and most likely to actively adapt' (nSD et al, 2003: 1). 
In fact poor people who have strong and vibrant cultural heritage assets (whether tangible or 
intangible) may be better positioned than many other poor people, especially those living in par-
lous physical and social conditions in war-tom cities, or in unhealthy slums. 
In 2007 Friends of the Earth International published testimonies of individuals from nine lo-
cal, traditional or Indigenous communities on four continents detailing the impacts of climate 
change in their local communities. Although the extent to which the specific events or environ-
mental changes that they have observed can be directly associated with climate change is un-
clear, what is clear is the detailed knowledge they have of their local environment and their uni-
form desire to protect their livelihoods and communities: 
Knowledge of their natural surroundings leads many of these peoples to wisely conclude that 
the only way to adapt is to reclaim, restore and promote their traditional, ancestral ways of life, 
while distancing and differentiating themselves from the conventional proposals which they 
question ... The many solutions they seek include ecological agriculture, traditional medicine, 
sustainable soil and water management, the construction of decent housing, and affordable al-
ternative energies (Friends of the Earth 2007: 3). 
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Although traditional and indigenous communities may in general be more vulnerable to cli-
mate change, these communities are not and have never been passive in the face of environ-
mental changes, and the intelligence and flexibility of traditional systems of land use are cul-
tural responses to social, cultural and environmental change in the past (IUCN 2007). 
Traditional knowledge systems have only recently begun to be recognised within international 
climate change discourse as powerful tools for monitoring climate change at the local level and 
for the development and implementation of sustainable and successful adaptation strategies, 
linked to sustainable development. 
Indigenous and local communities observe environmental changes at the local level, at a scale 
that cannot be predicted by the large scale models which the IPCC and other global agencies use 
to monitor and predict impacts (Salik and Byg 2007). Of note are several studies of Inuit obser-
vations of recent environmental change in the Arctic, in particular the observations of a group of 
elders and hunters of Nunvat that the weather is Uggianaqtuq or behaving in unexpected ways 
with associated changes in animal populations and the timing of their movements (Fox 2003). 
Such detailed studies are still few in number but provide sufficient data to argue for the value of 
local knowledge not just in monitoring climate change but in adaptation. As the Inuit study rec-
ognised, local traditional and Indigenous knowledge of the environment and its changing char-
acteristics is not simply an alternative information source to be utilised as data in the develop-
ment of scientific models, but is the intangible cultural heritage of these communities and needs 
to be respected as such. In relation to the adaptive capacity of Indigenous peoples, Berkes and 
Jolly (2001) concluded that cultural and ecological adaptations of the Inuvialuit of the Canadian 
Arctic, which have enabled them to live in their highly variable and uncertain environment, rep-
resent long-term adaptive strategies for climate change. 
Similarly, the traditional knowledge systems that have enabled Pacific Island communities to 
thrive in the Oceanic environment provide mechanisms for adaptation to climate change and ex-
treme weather events. The most recent assessment report of the IPCC identifies small island 
states around the world as being especially vulnerable to the effects of climate change, sea level 
rise and extreme events. People from small island communities in the Pacific Ocean are likely to 
become some of the world's first 'sea-level refugees'. Sea level rise, increasing storm activity 
and associated coastal erosion are reducing the size of small islands in the Pacific where at least 
50 percent of the populations live within I.5km of the coast, the location of almost all infra-
structure and capital cities. The small island ecosystems are especially vulnerable to environ-
mental degradation and have a high coastline-to-land area, so damage from rising sea levels, 
wave action and storms are magnified, with increasing salt water incursion into often limited 
fresh water in coastal areas making subsistence gardening and commercial agriculture less pro-
ductive. Current evidence suggests cyclonic activity will become increasingly pronounced, with 
cyclones oflonger duration and greater intensity (Barnett, 2005: 204). 
Notwithstanding this, Pacific Island societies are remarkably well attuned to the relatively 
large variations in environmental conditions that have occurred in the recent and more distant 
past. The flexibility and resilience of the Pacific Island social systems and their long-established 
strategies for dealing with climate variability have enabled communities to live in the Oceanic 
environment for over three millennia. For example, across the Pacific traditional resource man-
agement systems, such as ra 'ui in the Cook Islands, allow delineated and enforceable control 
over the gathering or collecting of particular food or plants at particular times of the year or in 
certain places (Tiraa, 2006) and provide a culturally embedded system of conservation for adap-
tation to short and long term environmental impacts of climate change on natural resources. 
In short, local communities are often best placed to determine the appropriate responses to lo-
cal impacts and have a right to do so in an informed manner, protecting their tangible and intan-
gible heritage within their cultural and social frameworks. 
It is important to note that we do not reject the importance of technological or scientific ap-
proaches to climate change adaptation. Our point is that such approaches stand a much better 
chance of success if they are also culturally appropriate. Adaptation strategies imposed from 
outside may be technologically possible but culturally undesirable. As Foale (2008:33) argues in 
relation to the protection of marine environments in Melanesia, rather than the current interna-
tional approach of protecting 'Biodiversity Hotspots', an approach to conservation that empha-
sises maintenance of ecological functions in the interest of sustaining food security imd cash 
benefits from reef-associated resources would be more in line with Millennium Development 
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Goals for participatory natural resource and ecosystem management systems that deliver pro-
poor outcomes. Such an approach has the potential to embrace traditional knowledge of marine 
resources and their management and recognises the rights of the traditional owners of these re-
sources. 
However, most Indigenous communities no longer rely exclusively on their traditional re-
sources and all are tied to non-traditional economic, social and political systems that limit their 
flexibility in responding to environmental change through traditional mechanisms. Returning to 
the example of the Inuit communities: although, as discussed above, their long history of adap-
tation to changing environmental conditions does enhance community resilience to climate 
change, their flexibility to respond to climate variability and unpredictability has been reduced 
by settlement in permanent communities, associated loss of traditional resource bases and 
breakdown in the transfer of traditional knowledge to the young (Ford et aI, 2006). 
It is also the case that anthropogenic climate change is likely in some parts of the world to 
force people to leave their traditional homes. A recent study by Reuveny (2008) estimated that a 
sea level rise of one metre would expose 117 million people to inundation in Asia alone, creat-
ing unprecedented migration and potential conflict associated with the loss of land and liveli-
hood, as well as cultural heritage and traditions. 
In the Pacific region, the first 'climate change refugees' are likely to be from the tiny low-
lying Pacific Island nation of Tuvalu. Here the community is already experiencing increasing 
coastal erosion and rising of the salt water table, with serious negative consequences for staple 
root crops (Corlett, 2008). 
The IPCC (2007: 56) recognises that the destruction of heritage as part of the overall envi-
ronmental impacts will take place on a large scale. Effects on cultural heritage will include 
damage to physical fabric, and loss of traditional practices and associations with place. 
Strategies to relocate communities will be needed. At this stage there has been little consid-
eration of how the protection of cultural heritage will be incorporated into the development of 
these strategies. While movable cultural heritage can in theory be transported, the loss of place 
associated with historical and cultural identity, natural and cultural resources and impacts on 
cultural practices in general, as well as social networks and cultural knowledge, are likely to be 
great. Programs to reduce these impacts will need to be implemented long in advance of any 
forced migration of communities from areas that climate change has rendered uninhabitable. 
CLIMATE CHANGE, CULTURE AND HUMAN RIGHTS 
The recognition of the likely need for abandonment of certain particularly vulnerable places in 
the face of climate change raises several difficult but very important issues about the rights of 
affected communities. The world already faces an intractable refugee problem, which will be 
exacerbated by climate change refugees. Already the President of the Indian Ocean nation of the 
Maldives - most of which is less than one metre above sea level - has been reported as express-
ing interest in buying land in another country to relocate his nation's citizens (Henley, 2008). 
Corlett (2008, ch. 3) argues that a system independent of the existing international refugee 
protection system is needed to deal with people displaced by environmental problems like cli-
mate change. He points out that the existing international human rights framework can provide 
some assistance in answering this question: the UN Declaration on Human Rights, the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the International Covenant on Economic, So-
cial and Cultural Rights, and others. 
While the limitations of the international human rights framework are acknowledged 
(Cordes-Holland, 2007), it will be interesting to see what role it might play in mitigating and 
managing the effects of climate change. Cultural rights have always been hard to legislate for, 
or to protect in international agreements, and the task is fraught with difficulties: finding a suit-
able middle ground between cultural relativism and cultural imperialism poses real problems. 
As we argue, managing climate change requires more than just technological solutions. It re-
quires an assertion of the validity and effectiveness of local understandings, traditional knowl-
edge systems and community participation. It requires, in other words, an acknowledgement of 
the power of culture. But it also requires an acknowledgement that culture is vulnerable to cli-
mate change. In either case, we believe there will be a heightened emphasis on culture as a hu-
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man right - as a right threatened by climate change, and as a right whose expression can help 
communities to adapt to climate change. 
There are two potential ramifications of this. First, there is likely to be an expansion of the 
concept of human rights to take account of the threats to the environment and cultures from cli-
mate change and other forms of environmental degradation. The protection of the environment 
will take on more of the character of other rights assertions, especially given the indivisibility of 
cultural heritage and the natural environment asserted by most traditional and Indigenous com-
munities. The right to live in a clean, safe and sustainable environment will become just as 
pressing as the right to live free of oppression. 
Second, it may become increasingly common to use international rights instruments in the de-
fence of environmental and cultural rights. For instance, could States Parties to the World Heri-
tage Convention be held to be in breach of their obligations to protect their World Heritage 
properties from climate change? Could displacement of peoples due to sea-level rise represent 
an infringement of various human rights instruments by the nations most responsible for C02 
emissions, and leave nations and political leaders vulnerable to charges of human rights abuses? 
In a foreshadowing of the potential use of international instruments in protecting cultural heri-
tage, in 2005 the Inuit people of Alaska and Canada filed a petition in the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights (lACHR), 'alleging that the failure of the United States to curtail 
its [greenhouse gas] emissions constitutes a violation of [Inuit] rights and freedoms protected by 
regional and international human rights law'. The petition alleges the infringement of a number 
of rights: 
The Inuit's right to enjoy their culture, particularly their subsistence way of life, is violated 
by the widespread environmental change that is occurring. 
Meanwhile, the right to use and enjoy traditional Inuit lands is allegedly violated because 
large tracts of Inuit lands are fundamentally changing, in some areas becoming inaccessible. A 
particular problem is the disappearance of sea ice, which is used by the Inuit to travel and hunt, 
and is now often thin and unsafe. 
The Inuit's right to enjoy their property is allegedly infringed because climate change has re-
duced the value of both the Inuit's personal property - including hides, snowmobiles, and dog 
sleds - as well as their 'cultural intellectual property', namely their traditional knowledge, 
which is now often 'unreliable or inaccurate as a result of climate change' (Cordes-Holland, 
2007). 
While the Inuit petition was ultimately rejected by the IACHR, the Commission did invite the 
chief petitioner, Sheila Watt-Coutier, to provide testimony on the connection between human 
rights and climate change (Watt-Coutier, undated, c.2007). This is one of the more prominent 
examples of a growing push to treat climate change as a human rights issue, with a particular 
focus on the impacts on cultural rights ofIndigenous peoples. 
The potential for international conventions and agreements to provide redress for communi-
ties affected by climate change or to provide a means to force governments to take more active 
steps to tackle climate change remains largely untested. 
However while threatened communities and groups will no doubt continue to explore interna-
tional legal avenues in their efforts to combat climate change and its effects, it is worth remain-
ing cognisant of the limitations of legal action to deal with what is essentially a political issue. 
Ultimately the risks associated with climate change will only be tackled if sufficient people in 
individual countries can convince their governments through political processes - construed in 
the broadest sense - that it is the population's will that action be taken, and that there will be a 
political cost for inaction. 
HERITAGE AND SUSTAINABILITY 
Our claim for the integration of climate change, heritage and development practice demands a 
reassessment of the role of heritage in economic development strategies. Contemporary heritage 
conservation has its origins in the late-nineteenth century reaction against the destructiveness of 
industrial capitalism. It was an inevitable reaction to, but also a manifestation of, the ethic of re-
lentless progress that characterised the second half of the nineteenth century. One becomes par-
ticularly conscious of the legacies of the past when they are under threat. It was the destruction 
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of war and the additional damage to historic buildings and structures during post-war recon-
struction that stimulated the rise of heritage consciousness and a heritage profession in the sec-
ond half of the 20th century. The great international heritage instruments ~ the World Heritage 
Convention and the Venice Charter - emerged in this context. 
Our point is to call for a different way of thinking, one that draws on and emphasises the ad-
aptation approach to climate change and involves the decoupling of heritage preservation from 
processes of commodification, and an emphasis on the conservative essence of heritag~ ~ that is, 
the idea of heritage as the opposite of never-ending growth, renewal, waste and consumption, 
being embedded in a specific society rather than an 'expression' of that society that can be pro-
tected and preserved in isolation from it. 
In many ways the environmental and heritage movements share common impulses. They are 
both conservative in the true sense of the word: that is, interested in the preservation of what has 
been passed on from previous generations. They also have similar origins as movements and as 
shapers of public policy. In most western countries, at least, both environmentalism and heritage 
protection started as grass roots movements that dragged governments ~ often kicking and 
screaming - along with them. Resistance from governments and other elites was, and in many 
cases remains, dogged. It seems clear from the slow pace of international negotiations around 
climate change treaties and from the nearly universally poor response of national governments 
to the climate crisis that governments and policy elites cannot be relied on to take the necessary 
measures to avert disaster: they will need to be pushed by grassroots movements and by ordi-
nary citizens. 
The field of heritage preservation is rarely seen as a hotbed of political or social activism. Its 
strong middle class, antiquarian and high culture roots are never far from the surface. But at 
various times and in various places, claims for the preservation of heritage have combined with 
broader social and political claims to provide a radical critique of contemporary societies. The 
Green Bans movement in Australia in the early 1970s, when building workers and their trade 
union joined with resident and heritage groups to challenge the massive redevelopment and 
'modernization' of Sydney and Melbourne, is one example (Burgmann and Burgmann 1998). 
The claims of Indigenous peoples in many countries, including the Inuit of North America, the 
Orong Asli of Malaysia, and the Mirrar People of Australia's Northern Territory, for recognition 
of their cultural and land-use rights over the development agendas of modem industrial states, 
are another. Recognizing the strengths of local communities, especially in particularly vulner-
able places such as small island states, as lying in their cultural knowledge of their environments 
is important to enabling adaptation to climate change. Heritage practitioners can playa major 
role in defending the cultural rights of local and Indigenous communities, perhaps in partnership 
with human rights advocates, using international human rights or heritage instruments. 
Ultimately, though, we believe that in the struggle against climate change heritage practitio-
ners can make their most worthwhile contribution by arguing for a de-commodified form of 
heritage practice that emphasises the involvement of local communities and recognition of their 
cultural resources; that resists being coopted into economic growth strategies unless they sup-
plant other forms of unsustainable economic development; that focuses on heritage as an alter-
native way of viewing resources and their use (emphasising conservation of resources). By do-
ing so we will not only improve heritage practice but contribute to the broader effort of creating 
a sustainable society. 
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